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Are Facial DisplaysSocial?SituationalInfluencesin the
Attribution of Emotionto Facial Expressions
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Observersareremarkablyconsistenrin attributing particularemotionslo particular facial
expressions,at least in Weslernsocieties.Here,we suggestthat this consistencyis an
insíanceof te fundamentalaltribution error.We rhereforehypothesizedthat a small
variation in the procedureof the recognitionstudy. which emphasizessituational
information, would changeIhe participanís’attributions.In two studies,participantswere
askedro judgewhetheraprorotypical“emotional facial expression”was more plausibly
associatedwith asocial-communicativesituation (one involving conirnunicationlo anoiher
person)or with an equally emotional buí nonsocial,situation. Participantswerefound
more likely to associate each facial display with ihe social iban with the nonsocial situation.
This resulíwasfoundacrossalí emotionspresented (happiness, fear, disgust, anger, and
sadness) and for both Spanish andCanadian participants.
Key words:facial expression,recognition of amonan,amellan, amellanaxprassion

La atribución de emociones a determinadas expresiones faciales es un fenómeno
notablemente robusto, al menos en las sociedades occidentales. En este artículo
proponemos que la consistencia de dichas atribuciones es un caso de error fundamental
de atribución. Si nuestra hipótesis es correcta, pequeñas variaciones en el procedimiento
de los estudios típicos sobre reconocimiento de emociones (dando un mayor énfasis a
la información situacional) cambiarán de manera sustantiva la forma en la que los
perceptores atribuyen emociones a las expresiones faciales. Para comprobar dicha
hipótesis hemos llevado a cabo dos estudios en los que los participantes deben decidir
si una expresión prototípica de emoción se asocia con una situación social (que implica
comunicación con otra persona) o con una situación emocional pero no social. Nuestros
suietos asociaron la expresión facial con la situación social, en lugar de la no social. Los
resultados fueron los mismos para todas las emociones consideradas (alegría, miedo,
asco, enfado y tristeza) y tanto para su¡etos españoles como para los canadienses.
Palabras clave: expresión facial, reconocimiento de emociones, emoción, expresión
emocional
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Are Facial Displays Social?

The pirase“facial cxpressionof emotion” capturesthe

common-senseideathaIcertainfacial movernenísareclosely
tied with emotion.Influential theoriesin Ihe psychologyof
emotion maintain fis tie by assumingthat facial displays
are a spontaneousresult of, part of, or precursorto the
occurrenceof emotion (e.g., Buck, 1984; Ekman, 1972).

Accordingto suchviews, human beingsuniversallyrecognize
rhc emotion signalledby the facial display. (For a review
of sorne alternativeviews, seeRussell,Bachorowski, &
Femández-Dois,in press).

Consensuson the “recognition” (attribution)of emotion
from a few facial expressionsis well docurnentedwith
Westemsamples,but it is far from beingas consisteníand
extensivein non-Western,especiallyilliterate societies(see
Russell & Fernández-DoIs,1997). Figure 1 provides a
summaryof relevantrcsults from cross-culruraljudgrnent
studies.TEefigures givenareaverage“recognitionseores”
(the percentageof participaníswho select fe predicted
emotion) for six “basic expressions”(happiness,surprise,
anger,sadness,fear, anddisgust).The f¡rst barcomesfrom
Westemliteratesocieties;the magnitudeis impressive.Ihe
secoadbar comes fi-orn nun-Western literate societies;this
secondscoreis reliably lower than the first but sílíl high.
The third barcomesfrom more isolated,illiterate samples;
theseparticipantsattributedhappinessto smiles but yielded
noticeablylower recognitionscoreswith alí otherexpressions

(Russell, 1994; seealsoElfenbein & Ambady, 2002).
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Figure 1. Averagerecognition scoresfor six facial expressionsof
emotion (happiness,surprise, anger,sadness,fear, and disgust)
acrossWesternlinerane,non-Westernliterate, and isolatedilliterate

cultures.Recognition scoresare proportional lo Ihe amount of
Westerninfluence(adaptedfrom Russell& Femández-DoIs.1997).

In this article, we suggest that receivers’ remarkable
consistencywhen attributing a particular emotion to a

particular expressionis an exampleof the fundamental
atíributionerror: People,particularly those from Wcstern
cultures, underestimatesituational infitiences, v,tile
inferring stableabilities, altitudes,and personalitytraits
that lead them to expect “consistency in behavior or
outcomesacrosswidcly disparatesituationsandcontexts”

(Ross,1977, p. 184).
Indeedfe design of the recognitionsiudiesencourages

or presupposesfe fundamentalaltribution error by
ignoringthe contextin whichthc facial display takes place.
Peopleguidetheir artributionsaboutfacial expressionand
emotion by ideal, simplified, andconsistentrepresentations
of situations in which they lump togetheremotional
experienceand facial behaviorthat actually happenedal
different times (Fernández-DoIs,1999). For example,
affiliative smiling and happinessare usually observedin

Ihe same interactivesituatiofis, which leadspeopleto
believethat srniling is a sign of happinessacrossah kinds
of situationsand contexís.

In theexperimentsreponedhere,we test whetherpeople
arecapableof differentiaíingthe actual immediateexperience
of emotion from the surroundinginteraction.

When are Facial DisplaysThoughtto Occur?

Fridlund (1994) suggestedthat the social motive,rather
than the emotion,elicited by thepresenceof anotherperson
would be fe mosí powerful determinaníof Ihe occurrence

of a facial display. In contrasí,on the standardemotional
accouníof facial displays, the presenceof anotherperson
is secondary,in íhaí it might, buí need not, invoke a
“display rule” (Ekman, 1972; Klineberg, 1940). thereby
inhibiting, exaggeraíing,or maskingihe spontaneousfacial
display.

A simplevariationof the usualprocedurein recognition
studieswill allow us to test whether,when providedwith
situationalinformation,peoplelink “expressionsof emotion”
to thc experienceof ernotion (“immediateexperience”
condition) or rather to olber processessuch as Une
communicationof socialmotives.

Participantswere shown two photographsof the saíne
person:one with aproíoíypical“emotional” expressionaud
one wiíhout (“neutral”). Participantswerc also given twa

sentences.both expressingthe correspondingemotion
coníent. in one seníence (nonsocial condition), tite
protagonistwas rhinkiu¡g Ihe sentence.In the other (Ihe
social-communicativecoi~dition), the protagonist was
speakingihe sentence.For instance,in one trial concerning
happiness,the facial expressionwas a smile and the
sentencesconcernedwinning the lottery. In ihe nonsocial
condition, fe protagonistthought,“We havewon ihe prize!”
In the social condition, the protagonisíspoketo someone,
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saying “John, we havewon ihe prize!” The participant’s
task was Lo pair eachsituationwith a photograph.

If Ihe emotion-basedaccountof facial displaysis correct,
participantswould consideríwo altematives:(a) If fe social

situationsuggesteda display rule, thai is, the inhibition of
te exprcssion,the participapíwould associatethe social
situationwith ihe neutralface. Thenonsocialsituationwould
ihen be pairedwith ihe intense,fulí expression;(b) lf ihe
participantdid not perceiveany reasonfor inhibiíing ihe
facial display in ihe situation,ten the choice would be
random.Overalí, ten, 50%or fewersubjectswould pair te
facial display with ihe social situation,50% or more would
pair it with the nonsocialsituation.On ihe otherhand,if our
hypothesisis corred,participants’choicesshould be ruled
by an oppositesetof assumptions.Facialdisplayswould be

judged as communicativebehaviorandmost participanís
would associatefe facial display with thesocialsituation.

Experiment ¡

Mediad

Participants

Participaniswere 20 adults, of whom half were men,

half women,and alí studentsof te Universiíy of British
Columbia (Canada).Participantswere selectedfrom Ihe
volunteerlist of first and secondyear psychologysiudenis,
andgiven credit toward iheir coursemarks.

Social Condition

Facial expressioas

Therewere 11 pairs of photographs.Eachpair consisted
of ihe sameactorwith a neutraland with one prototypical
“expressionof emotion.” There were two eachof fear,
happiness,sadness,anddisgust.andthreeof anger. One
expressionof fear carnefrom Camras’collection (Camras,
Grow, & Ribordy, 1983), oneof happinessfrom Russell’s
collection (Russell & Bullock. 1985), and ihe rest from
Ekman and Friesen’sset (Ekman & Friesen,1976).

Senrences

Therewere 11 pairs of sentences(two eachof fear,
happiness,sadness,and disgusí.and threeof anger), with
both sentencesin eachpair describingte sameemotional
content.In one sentence,Ihepersonwas th¡nking aboutIhe
situation (cg., “So ihis meansthaI fis food is spoiled!”),
whereasin ihe other sentence,the personwasspeakingto
someoneaboutit (e.g., “Look al ihis food. It’s spoiled!”).
To emphasizefe difference betweenthe two conditions,

Wc borrowedaconventionfroin cartoons,asshownin Figure
2. Ihe social/spokenversionsof fe 11 sentencesaregiven
inTable 1.

It might be arguedthat even thoughthe conteníof the
seníenceswas te samein Ihe social and the nonsocial
situaíions,the social situationsare inherentlymoreemotional.
If so, participanísheresimply associatedthe facial displays
with Ihe more intense emotional experience.For sorne
seníences,the social version indeedmight besomewhatmore

ooo
NonsocialCondition

Figure 2. Sentencepairoffered lo parricipanisin Trial 3 (Anger). Study 1.

Display rules allow not only inhibition buí alsomaskingnr exaggeration.Thesepossibililies were noí consideredto be amongIhe
participanis’choiceshere.
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emotional;for instance,“You harmedour son!” implies direcí
confrontation,whereas“Then, my own husbandharmedmy
son!” does nol. Never[heless, [heoppositeis probably the
casefor other sentences.For instance,discovering thaI
someoneis hidden in fe kiíchen or being followed by a
sírangeman would likely creaíemore fear if alone.

Procedure

Subjec[s were tesíedindividually. Ihere were II trials.
Bach [rial concernedone emotion. Tlie experimenter
presentedihe first pair of photographsand corresponding
pair of sentences.Theparticipan[ was askedto pair faces
and seníencesin [he “more plausible”or “more natural”
way. The experimenterpoiníed out thaI one sentencewas
íhough[, Ihe o[her spoken,and Iha[ Ihere were no right or
wrong answers.A separaterandomorder of the 11 trials
was createdfor eachparticipaní.

Experimení2

Experimení2 was a replicationof Experimení1 wiíh a
different ser of facial expressions(Malsumoto& Ekman. 1988)
and a sample thai includedCanadianand Spanishparticipanís.

Method

The methodwas identical lo thaI of Experimení1, with
[he following exceptions.Participaníswere40 adults, 20
Spanishaud 20 Canadianflrst- and second-yearpsychology
siudenis,of whom half weremen,half wornen.There were
10 trials insteadof 11, and ihe coníeníof severalof the
sentenceswas modified slightly, as shown in Table 2.
Photographswere of 10 different models(alí Westemand
female)takenfrom Maisurnotoand Ekman(1988).

Results
Results

Table 1 showsIhepercentageof par[icipants associa[ing
ihe facial displayswith [hespokensentence,thai is, ihe social
situalion.Overalí, facial expressionwas associatedwi[h ihe
spokensentenceon 178 of [he 220 trials (80.9%).For each
type of emotion,a majoiity of pafflcipants(from 75% [o92.5%)
placedIhe facial expressionwith ihe spokenversionof Ihe
sen[ence. A Wilcoxon signed ranks tesí, comparing Ihe
magnitudeand direc[ion of Ihe differenceswi[hin pairs of
possiblechoicesfor the 11 trials (facial expressionassociaied
with spokensentencevs. neutralfaceassociatedwith te spoken
sentence)washighly significan[ (z = 2.94,p < .003). Moreover,
every par[icipant individually showedIhis pat[ern; acrossthe
11 trials, [hemediannumberof spoken sen[encesassociated
wi[h emotionexpressionwas9, wi[h a rangeof 6 to 11.

Table 1
Percentage

Table 2 shows[hepercentageof par[icipanís associating
[hefacial displaywi[h ihe spokensentence(social situa[ion).
Overalí. te resuliswere similar lo Ihoseobíainedin Síudy
1. Facial displayswere associatedwiíh a social situalion on
288 of ihe 400 Irials (72%). For each Iype of emotion, a
majori[y of participanís(from 62.5%to 86.2%) placedthe
facial display with [he spokenversionof Ihe sentence.A
Wilcoxon signedranks [est,companngthe magni[ude and
directionof [hedifferenceswithin pairs of possiblechoices
for ihe 10 trials (facial expressionassociatedwiíh spoken
sentencevs. neu[ral faceassociatedwith Ihe spoken sentence)
was highly significan[ (z = 2.66, p < .008, for Ihe whole
sample;z = 2.68, p .< .007, for the Canadiansubsample;
and z = 2.43,p < .015, for the Spanishsubsample).Over
ihe 10 [rials, ihe median number of spokcn seníences

of Suhjects AssociatingFacial Displayswith a Spoken,SocialSituation

Emotion SpokenVersionof Sentence

Happiness “John,we havewon the prize!” 85
“John,our son will comebackfrom [hewar tomorrow!” 85

Anger “You harmedour son!” 95
“Peter, you cheatedme!” 60
“Lionel, you havemademe miss ihe bus!” 80

Sadness “John,1 miss my son so much!” 70
‘Sweetheart,1 havenot passed<he exam!” 80

Fear ‘Please,help me! Thereis somebodyhidden in my kitchen!” 90
“John. pleasehelp me! A sirangeman is followinr me!” 95

Disgusí “Look at this deadrat!” 65
“Look al <his food, it’s spoiled!” 85

122

Note. Canadiansample,N = 20.
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Table 2
Percentagecf SubjectsAssociatingFacial Displays with a Spoken,Social Situation

Emotion SpokenVersionof Sentence Spanish% Canadian%

Happiness “John, we havewon <he prize!” lOO 85
“John,our brotherwilI comebackfi-orn <he war tomorrow!” 85 75

Anger “You, my own husband,areplaying a trick on me!” 60 50

“Lionel, you havemademe miss the bus!” 60 85
Sadness ‘John, 1 miss my sonsomuch!” 80 70

“Sweetheart,1 havenoí passedihe exam!” 40 60
Fear ‘Please,help me! Thereis somebodyhidden in my kitchen!” 90 100

‘John, pleasehelp me! A sirangeman is following me!” 65 75
Disgust “Look at this deadral!” 65 60

‘Look al this food, it’s spoiled!” 50 85

Note. Spunishsaniple,IV = 20, Canadian5ampie, IV = 20.

associatedwith facial displayswas 7, wi[h a rangeof 6 [otO
for fe Canadians,and 6.5 for fe Spaniards,with a range
of 3 [o 10. Ah in ah, na[ional¡[y of paríicipan[s did no[
change[hebasicpa[tern of responsesalreadydescribed.

An al[emative explanation[o [heseresul[s might be as
follows: <a) Par[icipan[s pairedte intensefacial display
wiíh Ihespokensentencebecause[heother possiblepairing
(display plus though[ sentence)seernedsornehowunna[ural,
or (b) par[icipan[s pairedihe neutral displaywiúi ihe though[
sentencebecauseihe combinationof neutralexpressionwi[h
Ihe spokenseníenceseernedsomehowunnatural.

To explore Ihese possibilities, a small study was
conduc[ed. The 40 possiblecombinationsof eachpair of
facial displays(neutralplus expressive)and[he sentences
(Ihough[ plus spoken)usedin Experirnení2 were formed.
Four groupsof 10 combinationseachwere formedsoas lo
avoid repe[ítions of either facial display or sentence.Forty
paríicipan[s were assignedto one of te four independení
groups. (Bach group íherefore judged 10 different
cornbinations.)Por alí cornparisonsof in[erest, [hedatawere
[hereforebetween-subjec[s.Their task consístedof judging
“how na[ural” was eachcombinationon a sealefrom O
(nzaxinzally ¡innatural) to 10 (naxirnally natural).

No combinationof the facial display wi[h [he thoughí
sentencewas consideredsignificar¡tly less nalural Ihan thai
displaywith the spoken sentence.In threecases,however,[he
combinaúonof fe neutralfacewith fe spokensentencewas
consideredsignifican[ly less naturalIhan the combinationof
[heneutralface wif the [houghísentence:[hefirsí, fifth, and
sixth sentences(t = —2.28,p < .05; t = 2.39,p < 05; t = —3.24,
p < .01, respecúvely)Ustedin Table2, ‘¡be resul[s of Experimení
2 were re-analyzedwiíh thesethreesentencesornilted. A
Wilcoxon signed rankstesí, cornparingihe magniludeand
direc[ion of thedifferenceswiíhin pairs of possiblejudgrnenís
for [heseventrials (facial expressionassociatedwith spoken
sentencevs. neutralfaceassociatedwiíh [hespokensentence)
was highly significaní(z = 2.36,p c .018). Facial expression
was found lo beassociatedwith Ihe social si[ua[ion.

Conclusions

In [he s[udies repor[ed here, we have found [ha[
par[icipants were ableLo differen[iaíe ihe actualimmediate
experienceof emotion from [he surroundinginteraction.
A simplemanipulalion,ernphasizingsítua[ional ínforma[ion,
allowed us to show [hal people do no[ necessarilylínk
expressionsof emotion [o [he experienceof emotion
(immedíateexperiencecondi[ion), bu[ raiher fo other
actions.The usual “recognition” studiesdo nol [ake mío
accoun[ iheseotherac[ions (e.g., communica[ive ac[ions).
Thus, subjec[s are forcedinto making raw, large-scale
correlations be[ween facial behavior and emotion
(Fernández-DoIs,1999).

Sorneaddi[ional evidencesupportsIhese findings.
Carroll and Russell (1996) carried ouí a s[udy on
recognitionof ernotion in which they providedpar[icipan[s
with sornesítua[ional informa[ion tha[ allowed Ihem [o
explain [he physical features of ihe proío[yp¡cal
expressionsof emotion (e.g., staring eyes,furrowed
eyebrows,lips pressedtigh[ly toge[her in anger) by
nonernolionalac[ions included in Ihe si[ua[íon (e.g., a
personpeeringa[ a distantmessageandhaving difficujíy
in making a decision about it). They found [hat people
judgedfacial expressionsin terrnsof [he situationinstead
of the expectedemolion, reversing[he usual [rend in
recognitionsiudies.Por exarnple,what is usually Jabeled
an “expressionof anger” becamean “expressionof
puzzlemení”when it was displayingphysicalac[ions Iha[
were plausible for nonernotionalreasonsin a given
coniexí. ¡‘copIe could “recognize” [ha[ a “universal
expression”is nol necessarilyrelated[o an emotion. Sorne
salienísituationalhints helpedIhem to overcorne[hebias
[hat usually leads Ihem ío “recognize” universal
expressions.

Therefore,ourresuhisencouragepursuitof [he idea tha[
people“recogni[ion” of ernotion is an instanceof a<[ributional
error.
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